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 From long before the Edo era, Japanese people had the custom of bathing in public 
baths, which were called "yuya." This paper describes the modernization of the 
facilities and customs of public bathing in Osaka, Kyoto, and Tokyo from the Meiji 
era to the early Showa era. In the Meiji era, local municipalities established legal 
regulations on the physical facilities and management of public baths. From the 
middle Meiji era through the Taisho era, Japanese hygienists and social welfare 
workers introduced the bathing concepts of England, Germany, France and the 
U.S.A. In the Taisho era, local governments took the step of building public baths, 
the management of which was relegated to the private sector. These public baths 
were called "kosetsu yokujo,” which means “baths built by local governments.” 
When Japanese hygienists introduced the bathing concepts of the West during Meiji 
era, they recognized, on the one hand, that traditional Japanese bathing customs 
could be effective for promoting modern hygienic concepts. On the other hand, they 
recognized the danger of spreading infectious diseases through public baths, since 
numerous people used the same baths, so they performed water tests. Moreover, 
inspired by the public bath movement in the West, which advocated public baths for 
laborers and the poor, Japanese welfare officials pushed the government to organize 
public baths as a social welfare program and thus, “kosetsu yokujo” were built. In 
conclusion, in the Meiji and Taisho eras, due to influences from the West, the 
facilities and customs of public bathing inherited for pre-modern Japan were 
redefined in accordance with modern Western ideas of hygiene, and public baths 
became part of the public health and social welfare systems in Japan. 
   
 
  
